19 



Europaisches Patentamt 
European Patent Office 
Office europften des brevets 




@ Publication number: 0 604 148 A3 



(12 



EUROPEAN PATENT APPLICATION 



g) Application number: 93310282.4 
22) Date of filing : 20.12.93 



® int. ci. 6 : G07B 17/02, G07B 17/00 



(g) Priority: 23.12.92 GB 9226810 

(43) Date of publicatbn of application : 
29.06.94 Bulletin 94/26 



(84) Designated Contracting States : 
CH DE FR GB U 



(86) Date of deferred publication of search report : 
28.12.94 Bulletin 94/52 



© Applicant : NEOPOST LIMITED 
South Street 

Romford, Essex RM1 2AR (GB) 



@ Inventor : Herbert, Raymond John 
34 Stirling Avenue 
Leigh-on-Sea, Essex SS9 3PP (GB) 

@ Representative : Loughrey, Richard Vivian 
Patrick et al 
HUGHES CLARK & CO 
114-118 Southampton Row 
London WC1B 5AA (GB) 



(g) Mailing system. 

@ A franking machine (20) is provided with 
memory (28) to store a plurality of slogans and 
means to select one of the slogans to be printed 
alongside a franking impression on a mail item. 
The franking machine is provided with printing 
means (26) to print destination addresses at the 
same time as printing the franking and slogan. 
A database (31) contains destination address 
records which include slogan selection signals 
whereby a slogan to be printed in respect of 
each destination address is automatically selec- 
ted. 
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@ Mailing system. 



(57) A franking machine (20) is provided with 
memory (28) to store a plurality of slogans and 
means to select one of the slogans to be printed 
alongside a franking impression on a mail item. 
The franking machine is provided with printing 
means (26) to print destination addresses at the 
same time as printing the franking and slogan. 
A database (31) contains destination address 
records which include slogan selection signals 
whereby a slogan to be printed in respect of 
each destination address is automatically selec- 
ted. 
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This invention relates to mailing systems and in 
particular to mailing systems utilising postage me- 
ters for printing franking and other information on 
mail items. 

Known franking machines include a printing de- 
vice comprising a print drum carrying a print die for 
printing a fixed invariable part of a franking impres- 
sion and settable print wheels for printing variable in- 
formation consisting of the postage charge and the 
date. The franking machine is provided with means 
such as a keyboard or thumb wheels manually oper- 
able by a user to set the print wheels to print a desired 
value of postage charge. An electronic accounting cir- 
cuit receives an input representing the postage 
charge to which the print wheels have been set to en- 
able the accounting circuit to maintain accounting re- 
cords relating to usage of funds in franking mail 
items. 

In addition to the print die for printing the invari- 
able part of the franking impression, franking ma- 
chines often are provided with a further print die on 
the print drum to print a slogan comprising advertis- 
ing or other information alongside the franking im- 
pression. The print dies carried by the drum are not 
readily removed or replaced and, particularly in rela- 
tion to the print die for printing the franking impres- 
sion where security is important, any replacement of 
the dies is carried out by a service engineer. Conse- 
quently it is usual for the franking machine to print the 
same slogan without change for long periods of time. 

According to one aspect of the invention a mail- 
ing system includes a franking machine; said franking 
machine including printing means for printing on mail 
items; accounting means for carrying out accounting 
and control functions for maintaining accounting re- 
cords relating to use of the franking machine in frank- 
ing mail items; input means to input a required post- 
age charge to the accounting means; first means for 
storing first print data defining an invariable part of a 
franking impression to be printed; second means 
storing a plurality of sets of second print data respec- 
tively defining a plurality of slogans to be printed; 
means operable to select one of said sets of second 
print data defining a selected one of said slogans; 
said accounting means being operative in a franking 
operation to read out from said first means said first 
print data and to control said printing means to print 
a franking impression comprising said invariable part 
and at least the required value of postage charge in- 
put by said input means and further being operative 
in the franking operation to read out the selected set 
of second print data defining a selected one of said 
plurality of slogans. 

According to a second aspect of the invention a 
mailing system includes a franking machine; said 
franking machine including printing means for print- 
ing on mail items; accounting means for carrying out 
accounting and control functions for maintaining ac- 



counting records relating to use of the franking ma- 
chine in franking mail items; input means to input a re- 
quired postage charge to the accounting means; first 
means for storing first print data defining an invariable 

5 part of a franking impression to be printed; a data- 
base of records of destination addresses and corre- 
sponding destination areas; means to read out des- 
tination addresses from records having a selected 
one of said destination areas;said accounting means 

10 being operative in a franking operation to read out 
from said first means said first print data and to con- 
trol said printing means to print a franking impression 
comprising said invariable part and at least the re- 
quired value of postage charge input by said input 

15 means and further being operative in the franking op- 
eration to receive the destination addresses read out 
from the records of the database and to print said 
destination addresses on said mail items. 

According to a third aspect of the invention a 

20 mailing system comprises a franking machine; said 
franking machine including printing means for print- 
ing on mail items; accounting means for carrying out 
accounting and control functions for maintaining ac- 
counting records relating to use of the franking ma- 

25 chine in franking mail items; input means to input a re- 
quired postage charge to the accounting means; first 
means for storing first print data defining an invariable 
part of a franking impression to be printed; second 
means storing a plurality of sets of second print data 

30 respectively defining a plurality of slogans to be print- 
ed; means operable in response to a slogan select 
signal to select one of said sets of second print data 
defining a selected one of said slogans; and a data- 
base of destination address records, each record in- 

35 eluding a destination address and an associated slo- 
gan select signal; means to read out a selected one 
of said destination address records and to input said 
destination address and slogan select signal to said 
franking machine; said accounting means being op- 

40 erative in a franking operation to read out from said 
first means said first print data, read out the selected 
set of second print data defining a selected one of 
said plurality of slogans and to control said printing 
means to print a franking impression comprising said 

45 invariable part and at least the required value of post- 
age charge input by said input means and to print said 
destination address input from said database and the 
selected slogan. 

An embodiment of the invention will now be de- 

50 scribed by way of example with reference to the draw- 
ings in which:- 

Figure 1 illustrates an envelope printed with a 

franking impression and a slogan, 

Figure 2 is a block diagram of a mailing system 

55 including a franking machine, and 

Figure 3 is a flow chart illustrating steps of a 
franking operation in which a slogan is selected 
to be printed. 
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Referring first to Figure 1, a mail item consisting 
of an envelope 10 bears at the top thereof a franking 
impression 11 comprising an invariable pattern 12 
which includes a licence number 13 of the franking 
machine and within which a variable postage amount s 
14 is printed and an invariable pattern 15 which in- 
cludes the postal authority office to receive the mail 
item and within which the date 1 6 of franking the mail 
item is printed. Alongside the franking impression 11 , 
there is printed a slogan 17. Adestination address 18 10 
is printed in a centre part of the envelope. 

Referring now to Figure 2, a franking machine 20 
comprises electronic circuits for carrying out ac- 
counting functions and for controlling operation of a 
printing device to print the franking impression, slo- 15 
gan and destination on the envelope. 

The electronic circuit comprises a microproces- 
sor 21, a keyboard 22 to enable input of information 
and control signals to the microprocessor by a user 
of the franking machine and a display 23 driven by the 20 
microprocessor to provide information relating to op- 
eration of the franking machine to the user. Non-vol- 
atile memories 24, 25 are provided to store account- 
ing records relating to usage of the franking machine 
in franking mail items. The memories provide a de- 25 
scending register to store a value of credit available 
for use in franking, an ascending register to store an 
accumulated value of postage used in franking mail 
items, an items register to store a count of the number 
of items franked and a high items register to store a 30 
count of the number of items franked with a postage 
charge in excess of a predetermined value. In order 
to ensure security and integrity of the accounting data 
and to enable reliable restoration of the accounting 
data in the event of a fault occurring each of the reg- 35 
isters is duplicated in each of the memories 24, 25. A 
printing device 26 is connected to the microprocessor 
21 and is controlled by the microprocessor to print re- 
quired information on the mail items. The printing de- 
vice is a digital printing device having a plurality of se- 40 
lectively operable printing elements. Preferably the 
printing elements are disposed in a row transversely 
to a direction of feed of mail items such that by a suc- 
cession of selective operations of the printing ele- 
ments during passage of the mail item past the print- 45 
ing elements, the required printed impression is built 
up column by column along the mail item. Examples 
of such digital printing devices are dot impact, ink jet 
and thermal print heads. It is preferred to use a ther- 
mal print head and to feed a thermal transfer ink rib- so 
bon between the print head and the mail item. Upon 
selective operation of a thermal printing element, the 
area of transfer layer of the ribbon adjacent the oper- 
ated printing element is heated and is thereby trans- 
ferred to the surface of the mail item. Data defining 55 
the fixed invariable parts of the franking impression 
is stored in a franking print data memory 27. 

When a franking operation is to be performed, a 



user initiates (step 40, Figure 3) the franking opera- 
tion and enters 41 by means of the keyboard 22 a 
postage charge with which an item to be franked and 
the microprocessor 21 carries out accounting proce- 
dures in which the required postage charge is 
checked (step 42) against funds stored in the de- 
scending register available for use in franking. If the 
check indicates that there is sufficient credit avail- 
able the microprocessor proceeds with a program 
routine whereby the account data stored in the regis- 
ters is updated (step 43) to account for the current 
franking operation being performed and then con- 
trols (step 44) the printer 26 to print the franking im- 
pression 11 on the envelope 10. Control (step 44) of 
the printer by the microprocessor includes merging of 
print data signals stored in the memory 27 relating to 
the invariable part of the franking impression with 
print data signals generated by the microprocessor 
relating to the postage charge and the date and out- 
putting the merged print data signals to the printer to 
cause the printer to print the complete franking im- 
pression including the postage charge and date. 
When it is desired to print a slogan alongside the 
franking impression, print data signals defining the 
slogan to be printed are stored in a slogan memory 
28. The microprocessor reads (step 45) print data sig- 
nals from the slogan memory 28 and, after outputting 
the print data signals defining the franking impres- 
sion to the printer, the microprocessor outputs the 
print data signals defining the slogan. Accordingly 
when a mail item is fed past the print head, the frank- 
ing impression and the slogan are printed in a col- 
umn-by-column manner across the upper part of the 
mail item. 

If desired the franking machine may be provided 
with a print head capable of printing the destination 
address 1 8 on the mail item at the same ti me that the 
franking impression and slogan are printed on the 
mail item. A system using such a franking machine is 
disclosed in EP 0298775. Thus with such a system 
the printing of the franking impression, the slogan 
and the destination address is effected in a single 
pass of the mail item through the franking machine. 
In order to input the destination address data to the 
franking machine 20, an input/output port 29 connect- 
ed to the microprocessor enables input of signals 
from a device external to the franking machine. Con- 
veniently the external device may be a personal com- 
puter 30. 

While the personal computer may be utilised to 
input a destination address for individual mail items 
as required, the personal computer may include a da- 
tabase 31 containing a large number of destination 
addresses and may be operated to output destination 
addresses selectively from the database and to input 
(step 46) the destination addresses to the franking 
machine so as to frank and address a plurality of 
items in a series of franking operations. 
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Preferential postal rates are offered by postal au- 
thorities to users of the postal service if the mail is 
sorted by postal authority destination areas prior to 
delivery of the mail to the postal authority. According- 
ly the database comprises records which include a 
destination address and a postal authority destina- 
tion area for each destination address. The personal 
computer is programmed to read out the destination 
addresses in batches. Destination address having 
the same postal authority destination area are read 
out in a batch. When all mail items destined for an ad- 
dress within a batch have been printed, an end-of- 
batch signal is generated by the personal computer to 
indicate that processing of all mail items for that batch 
has been completed. An operator of the system col- 
lects mail items of a batch in a postal bag and, upon 
receiving the end of batch, closes the bag and labels 
the bag with a label carrying the destination area. If 
desired the label may be passed through the franking 
machine and the printer may be caused to print the 
destination area on the label upon completion of a 
batch. After completion of a batch of mail items for a 
common destination area, the system continues 
batch by batch in respect of other destination areas 
until all mail items to be dispatched have been proc- 
essed. 

While a single slogan is sufficient for the needs 
of many users of franking machines, for other users 
it is desirable to be able to print slogans on the mail 
items selectively in dependence upon various events 
or upon the intended recipient of the mail item. Ac- 
cordingly the slogan memory 28 is loaded with print 
data sets defining different slogans respectively. 
When an operator desires to frank a mail item, the op- 
erator inputs not only the desired postage charge on 
the keyboard but also selects (step 47) a desired one 
of the different slogans. The microprocessor oper- 
ates under a program routine which effects read out 
of that one of the print data sets corresponding to the 
slogan selected by the operator to be printed. If de- 
sired the slogan printed may default to a predeter- 
mined one of the slogans if the operator does not se- 
lect a slogan or a selected slogan may continue to be 
printed until such time as the operator inputs a selec- 
tion of a different slogan. 

When the franking and addressing of mail items 
is processed in dependence upon data read from the 
database 31 by the computer 30, the database may 
include data relating to selection of slogans to be 
printed on mail items. For example it may be desired 
to print slogans relating to information appropriate to 
only specified destination areas or to specified class- 
es of recipient of the mail items. Slogans appropriate 
to a specified destination area may contain informa- 
tion relating to an event occurring in the area or to ad- 
vertising of interest to recipients in the area. Slogans 
appropriate to recipients may include information re- 
lating to known business interests of the respective 



recipients. Upon read out of destination data from the 
database, data relating to a required slogan for that 
recipient or destination area of the recipient is read 
out and input to the microprocessor of the franking 

5 machine to enable the microprocessor to read out the 
print data set from the slogan memory 28 corre- 
sponding to the required slogan and to cause the prin- 
ter to print that slogan on the mail item. 

It will be appreciated that the franking print data 

10 memory 27 and slogan memory 28 provide non-vol- 
atile storage of the data. That is to say the memories 
retain the data when the franking machine is powered 
down either by switching off or due to termination of 
the power supply. The franking print data is loaded 

15 into memory at the time of manufacture of the frank- 
ing machine and if desired the slogan print data may 
also loaded at the time of manufacture. Accordingly 
the memories 27 and 28 may be read only devices. 
However it may be desired that the stored slogan data 

20 can be changed or that data for additional slogans 
can be loaded into the memory 28 while the franking 
machine is in the field in which case the memory 28 
must be of a type in which data can be written as well 
as read. The memories 27 and 28 are described here- 

25 inbefore and shown in Figure 2 of the drawings as 
separate devices. However it will be appreciated that 
the storage locations for the franking and slogan 
printing data may be implemented in a single memory 
device and if desired may be implemented in one or 

30 both of the non-volatile memories 24, 25. 

As is well known, the accounting circuit compris- 
ing the micro-processor, keyboard, display and mem- 
ories 24, 25 are housed in a secure housing 32 to pre- 
vent unauthorised access to the accounting circuit 

35 and accounting data stored therein. The printer26 ex- 
tends out of the secure housing to permit the neces- 
sary interaction between the printer and mail items 
for effecting printing on the mail items. The franking 
print memory 27 is located within the secure housing 

40 and since the data in the slogan memory also con- 
trols the printer it is preferred to locate the slogan 
memory 28 within the secure interior of the secure 
housing. 

45 

Claims 

1. A mailing system including a franking machine 
(20); said franking machine including printing 

so means (26) for printing on mail items (10); ac- 
counting means (21) for carrying out accounting 
and control functions for maintaining accounting 
records relating to use of the franking machine in 
franking mail items; input means (22) to input a 

55 required postage charge to the accounting 

means; first means (27) for storing first print data 
defining an invariable part of a franking impres- 
sion to be printed; characterised by second 
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means (28) storing a plurality of sets of second 
print data respectively defining a plurality of slo- 
gans to be printed; means (21) operable to select 
one of said sets of second print data defining a 
selected one of said slogans; said accounting 5 
means (21) being operative in a franking opera- 
tion to read out from said first means (27) said 
first print data and to control said printing means 
(26) to print a franking impression comprising 
said invariable part (12, 13, 15) and at least the 10 
required value of postage charge (14) input by 
said input means and further being operative in 
the franking operation to read out the selected 
set of second print data defining a selected one 
of said plurality of slogans (17). is 

2. A mailing system as claimed in claim 1 wherein 
input means (29) is operable to input a destina- 
tion address to the accounting means and where- 
in said accounting means (21) is operative in re- 20 
sponse to the input destination address to control 

the printing means (26) to print the destination 
address on the mail item (10). 

3. A mailing system as claimed in claim 2 including 25 
a database (31) comprising a plurality of records 

of destination addresses, each record including a 
slogan selection signal to select one of the stored 
slogans and wherein for each mail item (10) to be 
franked, a destination address (18) and cor re- 30 
sponding slogan selection signal is read out from 
the database (31) and input to the accounting 
means (21) to effect printing of the destination 
address (18) and the selected one of the plurality 
of slogans (17). 35 

4. A mailing system as claimed in claim 4 wherein 
each record of the database (31) includes destin- 
ation area data corresponding to the destination 
address (1 8) and wherein destination addresses 40 
are read from the database in groups, the destin- 
ation addresses of each group respectively cor- 
responding to a single destination area. 

5. A mailing system including a franking machine 45 
(20); said franking machine including printing 
means (26) for printing on mail items (10); ac- 
counting means (21) for carrying out accounting 

and control functions for maintaining accounting 
records relating to use of the franking machine in so 
franking mail items; input means (22) to input a 
required postage charge to the accounting 
means (21); first means (27) for storing first print 
data defining an invariable part of a franking im- 
pression to be printed; characterised by a data- 55 
base of records (31) of destination addresses 
and corresponding destination areas; means to 
read out destination addresses from records hav- 



ing a selected one of said destination areas; said 
accounting means being operative in a franking 
operation to read out from said first means said 
first print data and to control said printing means 

(26) to print a franking impression comprising 
said invariable part (12, 13, 15) and at least the 
required value of postage charge (14) input by 
said input means and further being operative in 
the franking operation to receive the destination 
addresses read out from the records of the data- 
base (31) and to print said destination addresses 
(18) on said mail items (10). 

6. A mailing system comprising a franking machine 
(20); said franking machine including printing 
means (26) for printing on mail items (10); ac- 
counting means (21) for carrying out accounting 
and control functions for maintaining accounting 
records relating to use of the franking machine in 
franking mail items; input means (22) to input a 
required postage charge to the accounting 
means; first means (27) for storing first print data 
defining an invariable part (12, 13, 15) of a frank- 
ing impression to be printed; characterised by 
second means (28) storing a plurality of sets of 
second print data respectively defining a plurality 
of slogans (17) to be printed; means operable in 
response to a slogan select signal to select one 
of said sets of second print data defining a select- 
ed one of said slogans; and a database (31) of 
destination address records, each record includ- 
ing a destination address and an associated slo- 
gan select signal; means to read out a selected 
one of said destination address records and to in- 
put said destination address and slogan select 
signal to said franking machine (20); said ac- 
counting means (21) being operative in a frank- 
ing operation to read out from said first means 

(27) said first print data, read out the selected set 
of second print data defining a selected one of 
said plurality of slogans (17) and to control said 
printing means (26) to print a franking impression 
comprising said invariable part (12, 13, 15) and at 
least the required value (14) of postage charge in- 
put by said input means (2) and to print said des- 
tination address input from said database (31) 
and the selected slogan (17). 
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